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Abstract: Changes in land use were studied in 2 km wide peri-urban open spaces of seven small
Hungarian towns as part of a RENATUR Interreg Europe (2019–2023) project. The aim of the project
is to present best practices related to the sustainable and wise use of the peri-urban open spaces of
small European towns. The rate and tendencies of conversion from one land use type to another were
evaluated on the basis of a comparison of Corine Land Cover and Land Cover Change databases
from 1990, 2000 and 2018. Land use changes in the study areas in different time periods were studied
for which the Corine categories were aggregated. Subsequently, there were field verification surveys
carried out between March and June of 2021. Most significant changes—due to the significant increase
of built-up areas—were found in the case of the towns that were developed to form the suburbs of
Debrecen, the core settlement of their region with a population of 200,000. In the case of settlements
further away from the major city, the population is either stagnating or decreasing, and the size of
built-up areas hardly increases. In the case of cities that are surrounded by high-quality chernozem
soils with profitable agriculture, large-scale arable lands have become dominant in the border zones
of the settlements, as the spatial extent of gardens, orchards and grasslands has decreased. Highly
diverse and mosaic land use (dominated by small plots) is not characteristic anywhere.

Keywords: land use change; peri-urban zone; landscape identity; Eastern Hungary

1. Introduction

Conversion of land use in peri-urban open spaces is among the most dynamic geo-
graphic processes [1–4]. Although covering the land with buildings further away from
settlements for recreational or transportation use has been increasing since the mid-20th
century, conversion of land use has been concentrated in the vicinity of settlements until
the present [5–11].

There was an increase of approximately four times in the extent of built-up surfaces
since the First Military Survey of Hungary was carried out between 1782 and 1785; therefore,
this category gives 7% of the area of the country today. Although the process is affected by
numerous natural, political, economic, technological and cultural factors, according to the
literature, there are also similar processes and proportions abroad [12–14].

According to Szilassi P. (in: Ref. [15]), between 1990 and 2012, the surface cover type
was changed in 10% of the area of the country, which is higher than the EU average. Land
use realignment processes that had started before have been accelerated since 1989/90 in the
so-called Visegrad Group of countries of the EU [16–20]. The proportion of artificial surface
cover was 6% in Czechoslovakia (the independent Czech Republic and the Slovak Republic
from 1993) in 1990, similar to Hungary, and it has now reached 7–8%. This proportion
was 3.3% in the larger and less densely populated Poland in 1990, and it has now reached
5.5% [21]. The spatial ratio of artificial surface cover and forests has been increasing in all
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four countries, while the extent of arable lands was decreasing. The dynamic increase in
the proportion of artificial surface cover was mainly generated by massive suburbanization,
riverbank recreation and greenfield industrial investments [22,23]. Nevertheless, national
statistical averages can veil big regional differences within the countries. The increase in
artificial surface cover is below average in hilly regions of the Czech Republic and the
Slovak Republic, while there has been a significant increase in artificial surface cover in the
non-agglomeration zones in Poland after 1990. This latter can be explained partly by some
technical issues. The structure of small plots of land and farms that survived the decades
of socialism in Poland showed such a dense pattern of built-up areas over arable lands in
many regions by 1990, which was remotely sensed as artificial surface cover in Corine Land
Cover and Land Cover Change databases [21]. The proportion of artificial surface cover
is remarkably high in some small western European countries. It reaches 12–14% in the
Netherlands and Belgium, for instance [24]. In some regions of those countries, proportions
are even higher: 29% of Flanders is covered by residential, industrial or service buildings;
or vehicular infrastructure today [25].

Residential, industrial and service built-up areas alter the scenery radically and irre-
versibly usually. Landscape architects and urban infrastructure managers drew attention to
hazards caused by limitless urban growth long ago [14,26,27]. The most serious problem is
increasing traffic intensity; the carbon footprint grows by leaps and bounds [28]. Due to
higher consumer demands, the estate market turns to ‘urban infrastructure rural tranquility’
type locations more or less separated from high-density residential areas [29–33]. This new
approach is reflected in some recent terms such as rurbanization, edge-city, post-suburban
landscapes, etc. [6,34,35]. The establishment of a living environment absolutely free from
disturbances is hindered by the need for some ‘not residential friendly’ services close to
the settlement due to economic reasons. Waste and wastewater management facilities and
airports are practically impossible to be integrated into the landscape harmonically. Recent
social expectations are reflected well in the name industrial ‘parks’ for industrial facilities
along the margins of the settlements; that is, citizens do not want to see large concrete
surfaces even in the industrial areas [23].

Considering the realignment of land use structure in peri-urban open spaces of towns,
the emotional reactions of citizens have grown in importance recently. As accelerated urban
lifestyle is becoming uniform and growing away from the natural environment, there has
been a spectacular rise in the demand for a receptive environment that provides emotional
stability [29,36–38]. In the midst of stressful situations, a relatively unaltered environment
that transmits constancy and permanence has a favorable effect. The everyday visual
connection to the physical environment can increase or decrease the feeling of familiarity
and effects manifested in identity and safeness [39–41].

Research in the field of the so-called environmental psychology has seen spectacular
development in Europe during the last 20–30 years [9,42–44]. Its most popular topic was
to distinguish between the environmental approach and landscape perception of tourists
and citizens at the beginning. The landscaped environment has become a cultural field
of ecosystem service in the frame of the recent change of paradigm [38]. Geography has
dealt with landscape image research for a long time, but the classification of geographic
landscapes takes into account some landscape forming factors that have an important
role in the function of landscapes merely instead of their visual appearance. For instance,
geology, soil types and underground waters have an indirect impact on landscape image
only, while a relief, vegetation, built-up areas and surface water bodies have a rather
strong influence on the visual appearance of landscapes. This way studying the visual
and emotional perception of landscape character is a new field of landscape geography in
Hungary [45].

The research is based on, among others, a RENATUR Interreg Europe project, which
addresses the idea of a sustainable environment, focusing on the conservation of natural
and landscape values in different regions (Saxony-Anhalt, Germany; Hajdú-Bihar County,
Hungary; Flanders, Belgium; Basque Country, Spain; Gorenjska, Slovenia and Mazovia,
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Poland) of the member states of the European Union [46]. The main aim of the policy
instrument was clear, but an improved structural background is required with an appropri-
ate approach, enhanced capacity and the potential to integrate enhanced governance of
ecosystem services to conserve biodiversity. New methodologies to efficiently implement
the preservation and maintenance tasks are also needed.

General Tendencies of Urbanization in Hungary

There are two fundamental factors that govern the changes in the spatial extent and
the type of built-up areas in the settlements in Hungary. The first is that the population
of Hungary is decreasing and concentrating more and more in towns and cities. There
are villages on one side of the spectrum of Hungarian settlements that are aging, dying
out or used for recreation in the summer season only. The population of 139 villages out
of the 3154 Hungarian settlements is under 100 people. Most abandoned houses are not
demolished in villages, which means that the decrease in built-up areas is due to the windup
of stock raising and small industrial facilities in the peri-urban open spaces. The biggest
cities are on the other pole of the development of the settlement hierarchy of Hungary,
where the growth of spatial extent seems to be unstoppable. Agglomeration processes are
highly accelerated in the region of the capital of Hungary, Budapest, but the coalescence of
settlements along the main routes that drain the city is characteristic of several cities such
as Szombathely, Győr, Szeged, Pécs and Debrecen [47]. Elements of the Cohesion Policy of
the EU, which projects urban shrinkage, have not been detectable in Hungary yet [48,49].

The second—so-called post-Fordist—general feature of urban development [3] is the
increasing need for a quality residence. It is characterized by more airy built-up areas,
larger green spaces, location near water banks or artificial water bodies and distance from
noisy, busy places. Therefore, the decrease in the population of Hungary does not result in a
lower proportion of residential land use types. On the contrary, since there are green buffer
zones established around gated communities in order to provide a peaceful environment,
the extent of residential areas has been growing.

A significant increase in areas used for infrastructural purposes is a characteristic of
land use changes. There was an increase from 390 to 440 km2 in the spatial extent of public
roads between 2004 and 2015, for instance, and the process has become even more intense
since then. Construction of clearways, bypasses and parking lots has been trying to keep
up with demands [16]. Such projects are problematic from ecological and visual aspects
as they lead to permanent soil sealing, hampered drainage, obstructed infiltration and
altered micro-climate. However, traffic mitigating and crowding moderating effects of such
projects are usually temporary, and problems reoccur in 5–10 years’ time. It is not accidental
that the way how gated communities are integrated into the traffic network is fundamental
in the conservation of the basic values and the tranquility of those sites. For this reason, the
most effective measure is the exclusion of through traffic in the case of gated communities.

The conflict between landscape protection and increasing built-up areas is not a new
phenomenon. The demand for rational and sparing use of land is tangible in the encour-
agement of brown field projects in the last decades [50,51]. There have been no spectacular
results in this field in Hungary. In the case of new car manufacturing sites, green field
projects are still especially dominant (Győr/Audi, Kecskemét/Mercedes, Debrecen/BMW).

The National Landscape Strategy of Hungary, accepted in 2017, frames the following
targets for settlements:

• A less expansive, more compact settlement form is preferable;
• Functionally and aesthetically tidied ‘settlement gate’ (margins of the settlements

along the main inlet roads primarily);
• A mosaic-like land use structure that preserves ecological corridors and enclosures in

the peri-urban open spaces;
• Climate-friendly water retaining functions of settlements;
• A settlement scenery that conserves values and the historic structure.
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2. Materials and Methods

In order to support value-preserving landscape protection management and develop-
ment, we carried out an assessment of the land use structure and the tendencies of changes
in seven selected small Hungarian towns in the spring of 2021. The seven towns selected in
the environment of the city of Debrecen were: Berettyóújfalu, Hajdúnánás, Hajdúsámson,
Hajdúszoboszló, Nádudvar, Tiszacsege and Vámospércs (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Location of the study areas in Hungary.

A belt with a width of 2 km is considered the peri-urban open space, as the authorita-
tive Hungarian standard on landscape architecture specifies the analysis of a belt with this
width [52–54].

1. Regulation plans, structural plans and so-called image documents of the settlements
were analyzed;

2. Land use conversions were traced in the Copernicus Corine Land Cover and Land
Cover Change database interpretations from 1990 [55], 2000 [56] and 2018 [57].
Changes in the inner parts of the settlements were not dealt with; therefore, the
2 km wide peri-urban open spaces were determined on the basis of the database from
1990. New built-up areas between 1990 and 2018 were not considered this way;

3. Land use categories of the Copernicus Corine Land Cover and Land Cover Change
databases (in the hierarchical 3-level CLC nomenclature) proved to be too
detailed [58–60]. Therefore, our own land use categories were created by aggregating
the 28 categories that occur in Hungary (Table 1). In the case of vector databases with a
scale of 1:100,000, the minimum mapped object size of 25 ha and the minimum width
of 100 m for linear elements often provide insufficiently fine spatial resolution [55–58].
Since no other standardized databases were found in the international literature for
the land use analysis of peri-urban open spaces [3,6,16,31], the examinations were
carried out taking these technical constraints into account;

4. For analyzing the land use stability of peri-urban open spaces, the vector layers of the
Copernicus Corine Land Cover and Land Cover Change databases were rasterized
and subtracted from each other in reverse order (1990 was considered the base year).
Land use changes in the different study areas and time periods were calculated based
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on the area size (ha) and the proportion (%). For spatial data analyses and creating
the thematic maps, ArcGIS 10.8 software was applied;

5. Corine data were checked during the field survey; a landscape character assessment
was also made, which was compared to the results of a national-scale landscape
character assessment completed in early 2021 [54].

Table 1. Correlation of the Corine nomenclature with our aggregated land use types [55–57].

Corine Nomenclature Our Aggregated Land Use Types

1.1.1. Continuous urban fabric

1. Densely built-up area and artificial surface
1.2.1. Industrial or commercial units

1.2.2. Road and rail networks and
associated land
1.2.3. Port areas
1.2.4. Airports

1.1.2. Discontinuous urban fabric
1.4.1. Green urban areas

1.4.2. Sport and leisure facilities
2. Discontinuous built-up area

1.3.1. Mineral extraction sites
1.3.2. Dump sites

1.3.3. Construction sites
3. Quarry and disposal site

2.1.1. Non-irrigated arable land
2.1.3. Rice fields 4. Arable land

2.2.2. Fruit trees and berry plantations
2.4.2. Complex cultivation patterns 5. Orchard

2.2.1. Vineyards 6. Vineyard

2.4.3. Land principally occupied by agriculture,
with significant areas of natural vegetation 7. Mixed agricultural area

2.3.1. Pastures
3.2.1. Natural grasslands

3.3.3. Sparsely vegetated areas
8. Grassland

3.2.4. Transitional woodland-shrub 9. Bushes, transitional woodland

3.1.1. Broad-leaved forest
3.1.3. Mixed forest 10. Deciduous forest

3.1.2. Coniferous forest 11. Coniferous forest

4.1.1. Inland marshes
4.1.2. Peat bogs 12. Marshes

5.1.1. Water courses
5.1.2. Water bodies 13. Water bodies

The necessity of landscape character research is expressed in the European Landscape
Convention accepted by Hungary in 2007: ‘make an inventory of landscapes (identify the
landscapes throughout their territories)’ [61], and then also more accurately in the National
Landscape Strategy. ‘The list, description and presentation of landscapes based on their
character (landscape inventory) is missing, just like the definition of the related quality
objectives and regional planning which rely on them.’ [62].

Landscape character research that has seen rapid development since the turn of the
century focuses on the visual appearance of the environment and individuals’ emotions and



Sustainability 2022, 14, 10680 6 of 18

perceptions related to it [45,63–66]. Most people are susceptible to change. Many people like
the continuously altering environment, the appearance of new buildings, renewed parks,
tidy forest patches and regulated water bodies. However, there are some landscape details
and visual imprints living in everybody, the disappearance of which would cause a feeling
of emotional loss [36,39,67]. If one cannot see the row of houses, the meandering creek
and the forest patch from their childhood from one day to another, it would decrease the
feeling of familiarity and the opportunity to relax the nerves in the long run [18,68]. ‘Many
people moved to urban areas and thus lost their bonds with their former landscape. The
process of separation may be accelerated and further strengthened by the quick expansion
of internet coverage and the difference between traditional values and those of the growing
cyber generation. Globalization, as well as selling and consuming products produced in
other countries instead of the locally produced ones, may also weaken bonds with the
landscape and assist in losing identity. In an artificially supported economic environment,
the knowledge of and skills in traditional landscape management lose their significance
and gradually disappear.’ [62].

3. Results and Discussion

The land use structure of the peri-urban open spaces in all the seven selected towns
has seen different but significant changes during the last 30 years. Most remarkable
alterations of structure and landscape character were found in the case of Hajdúsámson
and Vámospércs, which are closest to Debrecen and have been developing into suburbs of
the city (Figures 2–5).

1 

 

 
Figure 2. Land use change in the peri-urban zone of Hajdúsámson between 1990 and 2018.
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Figure 5. Land use in the peri-urban area of Hajdúsámson in 2018.

Surface cover type changed on 44.5% and 42.4% of the area of the 2 km wide peri-
urban open spaces of Hajdúsámson and Vámospércs, respectively, during the 28-year-long
period dealt with here (Table 2). Suburbs of big cities are considered a special type within
the category of built-up areas in the neighborhood of settlements from both demographic
and morphologic aspects [69–71]. Residential and industrial built-up was the most intense
in the SSW marginal zone of Hajdúsámson, i.e., in the vicinity of the road to Debrecen
(Figure 5: 2018). The urban fringe has widened, and the agglomeration process reached a
high level. It is visible that industrial and logistical facilities were established mainly along
the busy road to Debrecen instead of residential buildings. New residences are situated at a
distance of a few hundred meters away from the main road. This tendency is in accordance
with the general ambition of citizens who move to the vicinity of big cities as they seek
a combination of an urban lifestyle and a rural environment. Their aim is to find space
and calm locations with urban infrastructure [72]. Such places are attractive only until
the growth of the residential areas and heavier traffic ‘import’ the urban disadvantages
such as crowding, noise and air pollution [3,44,73,74]. In order to avoid this, a reasonable
measure is to limit the size and housing density of gated communities together with the
conservation of close-to-nature land use types such as forest patches, water bodies and
grasslands in the neighborhood of gated communities [70,75].

There were also significant changes in land use structure in the areas NE of Hajdúsámson
(Figures 2, 3 and 5). Since agriculture on sandy soils had not previously been highly
profitable, agriculture has seen the most serious decrease in such regions over the whole
country. The proportion of arable lands decreased from 60% to 47% in the close vicinity
of Hajdúsámson over the study period. In addition to built-up areas, forest plantations
and scrublands have occupied the place of formerly arable lands. The strengthening of the
suburban character is reflected in the decrease in areas registered as gardens from 8.8% to
3% between 1990 and 2018. Additionally, former vineyards have completely disappeared.
New built-up areas have occupied the area of former gardens mainly. The tendency that
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there is no need for a stable behind the house and a small plot of arable land at the end
of the stance has led to the homogenization of the residential areas. The extent of open
grassland space between the houses has increased at the same time.

Table 2. Changes in the area and proportion of land use types in the peri-urban open spaces of
Hajdúnánás, Hajdúsámson and Tiszacsege between 1990 and 2018.

Peri-Urban
Zones

Land Use Types

Area (ha) Proportion (%)

Year Year

1990 2000 2018 1990 2000 2018

Hajdúnánás

Densely built-up area and
artificial surface 28.13 28.13 47.88 0.77 0.77 1.31

Discontinuous built-up area 0.00 14.24 39.84 0.00 0.39 1.09
Quarry and disposal site 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

Arable land 2369.93 2432.75 2438.26 64.78 66.49 66.64
Orchard 287.09 237.38 235.46 7.85 6.49 6.44
Vineyard 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

Mixed agricultural area 84.89 0.00 0.00 2.32 0.00 0.00
Grassland 761.01 809.39 749.16 20.80 22.12 20.48

Bushes, transitional woodland 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00
Deciduous forest 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00
Coniferous forest 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

Marshes 32.14 44.75 44.63 0.88 1.22 1.22
Water bodies 95.45 92.01 103.43 2.61 2.51 2.83

Total 3658.65 3658.65 3658.65 100.00 100.00 100.00

Hajdúsámson

Densely built-up area and
artificial surface 26.37 26.37 32.29 0.78 0.78 0.95

Discontinuous built-up area 86.48 136.65 348.00 2.55 4.03 10.27
Quarry and disposal site 0.00 0.00 38.44 0.00 0.00 1.13

Arable land 2038.14 2038.24 1584.76 60.15 60.16 46.77
Orchard 298.18 185.06 102.79 8.80 5.46 3.03
Vineyard 15.00 15.01 0.00 0.44 0.44 0.00

Mixed agricultural area 122.00 116.33 32.54 3.60 3.43 0.96
Grassland 226.79 218.70 331.70 6.69 6.45 9.79

Bushes, transitional woodland 40.95 29.15 226.27 1.21 0.86 6.68
Deciduous forest 534.36 622.77 691.48 15.77 18.38 20.41
Coniferous forest 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

Marshes 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00
Water bodies 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

Total 3388.28 3388.28 3388.28 100.00 100.00 100.00

Tiszacsege

Densely built-up area and
artificial surface 35.70 35.70 35.04 0.99 0.99 0.97

Discontinuous built-up area 65.01 73.89 140.41 1.80 2.04 3.88
Quarry and disposal site 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

Arable land 2325.34 2364.85 2274.29 64.32 65.41 62.91
Orchard 33.97 0.00 25.29 0.94 0.00 0.70
Vineyard 30.34 30.34 0.00 0.84 0.84 0.00

Mixed agricultural area 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00
Grassland 660.54 628.04 657.15 18.27 17.37 18.18

Bushes, transitional woodland 21.05 54.65 48.31 0.58 1.51 1.34
Deciduous forest 371.48 355.96 363.10 10.28 9.85 10.04
Coniferous forest 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

Marshes 0.93 0.93 0.93 0.03 0.03 0.03
Water bodies 70.90 70.90 70.72 1.96 1.96 1.96

Total 3615.26 3615.26 3615.26 100.00 100.00 100.00

The land use structure of the towns situated on the loess plateau of Hajdúhát was
found to be much more stable than in the case of towns in the sandy region mentioned
above. Land use conversions occurred in 7–9% of the area of the peri-urban open spaces of



Sustainability 2022, 14, 10680 10 of 18

the settlements in the case of Hajdúnánás, Hajdúszoboszló and Nádudvar. The high-quality
arable lands kept their dominant structural and visual role. New built-up areas increased
the area of Hajdúszoboszló, especially the new holiday resorts attached to the thermal spa.
A smaller increase in the extent of industrial and logistical facilities was also detected in
the peri-urban zone of Hajdúszoboszló. The spa is situated in the marginal zone of the
town, also in the case of Hajdúnánás. The small holiday resort in its vicinity has also been
growing continuously.

Land use conversions, including the new built-up areas, have been concentrated over
this western peri-urban zone of the settlement (Figure 6). Land use is highly homogenous
in the peri-urban open spaces of all three towns. The proportion of arable lands and
grasslands reaches 90% in the case of Hajdúnánás and Nádudvar, while it is slightly lower
(70%) in Hajdúszoboszló, where gardens with a spatial extent of 8.8% have a role in slightly
higher diversity. The development of bigger homogenous arable land plots results in
a continuous decrease in landscape ecological patch diversity.
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Figure 6. Land-use change in the peri-urban zone of Hajdúnánás between 1990 and 2018.

The common feature of Tiszacsege and Berettyóújfalu is that they are towns situated
on a river bank, but they have a peripheral position. River bank position does not provide
a direct connection; they are established on levees rising from a former alluvial plain,
essentially. There were slight changes in the land use structure of the peri-urban open
spaces of the two settlements during the last three decades, with conversions in cropping
patterns over only 5–6% of the area (Figure 7).
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Figure 7. Land use change in the peri-urban zone of Tiszacsege between 1990 and 2018.

Western expansion of Tiszacsege towards River Tisza was accelerated by the establish-
ment of a holiday resort consisting of 80–100 bungalows around the thermal spa in the late
1960s. Development of the resort has ceased since the 1990s, and most of the bungalows are
on sale and are in rather untended condition. There is a small industrial park established
in the S-SE peri-urban zone of the town. All other land use conversions are the result of
shifts in land use designation (Figure 8). Some arable land plots were abandoned, and
they developed into scrubland or grassland fallows. In the southern peri-urban zone of
Berettyóújfalu, there are forest patches and gardens with greenhouses along the river, but
the proportion of gardens has been stagnating or slightly decreasing.

There are landscape units in the peri-urban open spaces of each town involved in our
research, where conservation of landscape character was guaranteed by local or national
level nature protection. These mainly grassland or wetland (alkaline or floodplain) habitats
occupy 10–15% of the total research area.

Buildings in the peri-urban open spaces of the settlements involved in our research
have no specific character, and there are no signs of efforts to form a characteristic ‘town
gate’ either. There are protected houses used as folklore museums at each settlement,
traditional farmer and citizen buildings and streets that are in the so-called municipal
image manual [76], but such buildings are situated in the center of the settlements with
almost no exceptions. The style of residential buildings that shape the image of the peri-
urban open spaces of the towns is not different from that of fashionable building types
that can be found anywhere else. Some small steps forward would be the demolition of
dilapidated stables and other buildings of collective farms of the socialist era and the green
color and relatively nice-looking appearance of new industrial buildings, which would fit
more in the landscape. Municipal image manuals focus only on parking, paving of public
spaces and establishment of street furniture yet, but there are efforts for the conservation
of traditional settlement structures such as the street network of Tiszacsege shaped by the
form of a levee or the regular street network of Hajdúnánás that consists of radial and
circular streets, for instance.
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Figure 8. Land use in the peri-urban area of Tiszacsege in 2018.

On the basis of our field survey and the color orthophotos [77], we could prepare
a much more detailed description of the landscape character compared to the national
landscape character map. There had been no need for the determination of new landscape
character types, but there had been some types delineated in our greater scale map that
could not be visualized in the national map due to its smaller scale. Visual landscape
experience requires a minimal spatial extent; therefore, a patch with a diameter of 1–200 m
cannot be considered an individual landscape character type area. Our visual survey has
considered a foreground of the sight up to a 500 m depth as an area where clearly visible
details of the landscape form a characteristic entity together [52].

As an expressive comparison, we present here the landscape character map of the peri-
urban open spaces of Hajdúnánás (Figure 9). We identified five types during the detailed
field survey. There are peri-urban gardens, arable land-dominated patches but small plot
mosaic patches, and mixed, which are also built-up–agricultural–grassland mosaics. The
spread of the built-up areas is minimal on the eastern side of the town, where there are
chernozem soils.
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Figure 9. Landscape characteristics map of the peri-urban area of Hajdúnánás.

The attachment of citizens to the landscape is most strongly correlated to character
types. In order to identify the landscape character types, a landscape character map is
a more suitable tool than a Corine interpretation based on land use types, for example.
Key elements in the attachment of citizens to the landscape in the towns of our study are
the following:

1. Wet meadows and small water flows;
2. Close-to-natural (not planted!) forest patches;
3. Gardens.

Almost all towns in our study area have been encircled by wet meadow patches, old
orchards, forest patches and weekend gardens which are part of the collective memory.
Those citizens have an especially strong emotional attachment to them, who lived there in
their childhood (site of great childhood ‘adventures’, Grandpa’s garden, etc.)

Protection and rehabilitation of such landscape elements important for the conserva-
tion of identity have already appeared in some settlement development plans.

The vanishing of gardens caused a serious loss of identity in the case of Hajdúnánás,
Hajdúsámson and Vámospércs. In the peri-urban zone of Hajdúszoboszló, the mixed small
plot cropping pattern has been transformed by recreation as the number of holiday houses
increased on former agricultural plots in the NW peri-urban zone of the town.

There was a sharp decrease in the extent of traditional land use types of the peri-urban
open spaces of towns characterized by a combination of scrubby wetland habitats, wet
meadows and small arable land plots.
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The natural way of maintenance and use of grasslands would be an expansion of
grazing, but there is hardly any sign of it in the environment of the studied settlements;
moreover, the area used for grazing has been decreasing continuously.

The main aim of the research was to provide suggestions for sustainable ecological
urban planning on the value of preserving the use of the environment of towns. According
to this, we have delineated those landscape units in the peri-urban open spaces of each
town, where we considered landscape protection interventions justified on the basis of the
character and function of the individual landscape units in the ecological structure. These
landscape units in peri-urban open spaces of the towns are worth special attention and have
been delineated in the more mosaic-like areas of the settlements preserving the original
characters consisting of small plots of arable lands, grasslands, natural water bodies and
gardens, similarly to the example of Nádudvar presented in Figure 10.
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Figure 10. Landscape character areas recommended for preservation on the outskirts of
Nádudvar [77]. 1: Mosaic grassland; 2: Agricultural landscape with small plots of arable land
and waterlogged meadows; 3. Mosaic grasslands with lakes.

4. Conclusions

Expansion of built-up areas and a high proportion of arable lands are general trends
in the peri-urban open spaces of each studied settlement. Land use conversions had the
most disadvantageous effect on small plots of arable land and also gardens belonging to
a receding type. This trend, however, is not true everywhere at the national level. There
are small towns that do not grow territorially, and in some places, arable farming is also
declining primarily due to demographic and economic reasons. At best, afforestation is
carried out on the site of arable lands. The trend is even less generalizable at the regional
level: the depopulation of rural areas is mainly a phenomenon in Eastern and Southern
Europe [16,78] but less prevalent in the western part of the continent [49].
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The general Hungarian and European trend regarding afforestation is only moderate
in the study areas [11,74]. The reason for this is that forest management requires greater
care due to the dry climate of the study areas. There was an increase of 2–3% in the spatial
extent of grasslands in the case of three small towns, while other settlements observed
a decrease of 2–3%. The spread of grasslands serves nature protection purposes almost
exclusively and not livestock production demands.

The simplification of the land use pattern of peri-urban open spaces of towns enhances
visual monotony. Tree rows and forest belts along dirt roads have been disappearing from
the landscape [53]. Built-up areas and afforested units of the landscape are becoming more
compact, while the vicinity of large plots of arable lands is becoming more open. Therefore,
the contrast between individual sectors of the landscape has become sharper. Modern
gated communities appear mosaic-like, with abandoned, weedy arable land patches among
them. Identity-enhancing elements of landscape character are wet meadows, small water
flows, close-to-natural (not planted!) forest patches, gardens and orchards. There has only
been little positive change regarding the quality of built-up areas in the peri-urban open
spaces of towns; the development of an attractive town gate is not typical.
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